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(54) Data management apparatus including a kitchen appliance 



(57) An apparatus including a kitchen appliance, 
such as a microwave oven (10), incorporates a data ter- 
minal (12,16) which receives power from the same pow- 



er supply (28) as provides power for the kitchen appli- 
ance. The data terminal (1 2, 1 6) is effective to send mes- 
sages to, and receive messages from, a communica- 
tions network of the Internet type. 
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Description 



[0001] The present invention relates to data manage- 
ment and communication apparatus including a kitchen 
appliance, such as one to which consumable items are 
to be introduced. 

[0002] It is currently envisaged that data relating to 
commercial activities, for example retail activities or fi- 
nancial management activities, will increasingly be 
transferred between customers and the related service 
provider by means of electronic data transfer. Systems 
have already been proposed that make use of the Inter- 
net and the services available via the ever expanding 
World Wide Web, and by which a customer can conduct 
financial transactions with its banking service, or can 
conduct retail activities relating to a wide variety of prod- 
ucts from groceries and other consumable items to, for 
example, holidays. 

[0003] At present, the provision of such on-line serv- 
ices is dependent very much upon each customer pos- 
sessing a personal computer linked to the Internet. Ad- 
ditionally, it has proved possible to obtain a limited de- 
gree of interactivity through the proposed down loading 
and display of information arising at sites on the World 
Wide Web by means of a standard television set. 
[0004] Disadvantageous^, such known apparatus 
can prove prohibitively expensive, and unnecessary 
complex both to set-up and to use, and such known ap- 
paratus cannot be readily incorporated into a particular 
kitchen environment that might be most appropriate 
having regard to the interactive activity to be conducted 
between, for example, a customer and a retail service. 
[0005] It is an object of the present invention to pro- 
vide an apparatus including a kitchen appliance which 
does not suffer the above-mentioned limitations and 
which can advantageously provide for a wide variety of 
applications that can be advantageously tailored to a 
particular kitchen environment in which the apparatus is 
likely to be employed. It is a further object to provide 
such apparatus in which such requirements can be 
achieved in a relatively inexpensive, simple and readily 
operable manner. 

[0006] According to one aspect of the present inven- 
tion there is an apparatus including a kitchen appliance, 
which is powered by a power supply, characterized by 
a data terminal, which receives power from said power 
supply. 

[0007] According to another aspect of the present in- 
vention there is provided an apparatus including a kitch- 
en appliance, characterized by a communication chan- 
nel, linked to said appliance, and interface means, as- 
sociated with said appliance, for 

i) displaying operational status of said appliance; 

ii) displaying messages received on said communi- 
cation channel; 

iii) displaying input received from a user which is 
directed to said appliance; and 



iv) displaying input received from a user which is 
directed to said communication channel. 

[0008] The invention is advantageous in that it allows 
5 consumers ready access to interactive media such as 
electronic banking and electronic shopping via the In- 
ternet and in association with a kitchen appliance that 
enhances the cost-effectiveness of the apparatus. Also 
the invention exhibits ease and convenience of use par- 
10 ticularly insofar as the invention might be incorporated 
into any kitchen appliances that are required for han- 
dling consumable items. Since it is likely that such kitch- 
en appliances are arranged to be provided at the most 
appropriate location within the kitchen environment for 
is handling consumable items, it follows that the interac- 
tive management of item replacement can likewise be 
readily controlled from such location. 
[0009] Preferably, the remote management system 
serves to manage the collection and delivery of items 
20 required to replace the items chosen by the user for con- 
sumption. 

[0010] Advantageously, the transfer means is ar- 
ranged to transfer payment instructions relating to the 
replacement of the items chosen for consumption 
25 [0011] Further, the transfer means can be arranged to 
record the said data serving to identify each said item 
over a predetermined time period prior to transfer to the 
remote management system. Efficient use can then be 
made of the data transfer medium. 
30 [0012] Thetransfer means can be arrangedto provide 
for the transfer of item-related data from a remote site 
to the apparatus. Appropriate information related to, lor 
example, the cooking of the item can then be readily 
down-loaded, and accessed from, for example, the In- 
35 ternet. 

[0013] A particularly important aspect of the invention 
is the novel integration of multiple technologies to create 
an entirely new appliance that features additional func- 
tionality of mass consumer appeal not found in existing 
40 appliances. There is no known device that has the phys- 
ical hardware capable of providing integrated multi- 
functionality of Internet access, displaying broadcast 
TV, providing an item identification capability, speech 
recognition as a data and command input method, and 
45 the means for cooking a food product. 

[0014] Additionally, the invention may assist with the 
provision of services, for example the re-ordering of 
items and electronic access to bank accounts in addition 
to Web-based information. 
so [0015] The kitchen appliance is therefore advanta- 
geously adaptable and can be readily employed for the 
communication of data with a remote terminal and which 
data may relate to an aspect of the appliance. 
[0016] Preferably the communications terminal com- 
55 prises an e-mail terminal and so the appliance can be 
arranged to transmit and receive e-mail messages. Ad- 
vantageously, the appliance is arranged for connection 
to the Internet. 
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[0017] Advantageously, the kitchen appliance com- 
prises an appliance for processing consumable items. 
In particular, the appliance may comprise an oven, for 
example a microwave oven. 

[0018] The invention is described further hereinafter, 
by way of example only, with reference to the accompa- 
nying drawings in which: 

Fig. 1a is a schematic plan view of a microwave ov- 
en embodying the present invention; 
Fig. 1b is a schematic plan view of the door of the 
microwave of Fig. 1a; and 

Fig. 2 is a block diagram of a complete management 
system employing apparatus embodying the 
present invention. ; 

[0019] As will be appreciated from the following, the 
present invention can advantageously provide for sim- 
ple and secure access to the Internet so as to conduct 
electronic banking or electronic shopping without nec- ■£ 
essarily requiring connection by means of a dedicated 
modem or telephone connection and in which the appa- 
ratus can readily execute its primary consumable-item- 
handling function, for example cooking a food product, 
whilst advantageously allowing for easy and convenient 2 
re-ordering of any required food product handled by the 
apparatus. The apparatus can also be adapted so as to 
provide further functionality that can prove appropriate 
or otherwise desirous and relevant to the location of the 
apparatus within a domestic environment, for example 3t 
such as the reception and display of a television broad- 
cast. 

[0020] Turning now to Fig. 1a there is shown a sche- 
matic plan view of a microwave oven adapted so as to 
provide for the advantages of the present invention. A 3i 
microwave oven represents a now quite common do- 
mestic appliance which is arranged for handling, i.e. 
cooking, consumable items such as pre-prepared meals 
and is also an appliance that has particularly advanta- 
geous dimensions for use in accordance with the 4C 
present invention. 

[0021] The microwave oven 10 illustrated, comprises 
a data handling region 1 2 located at the rear of the oven, 
a common central oven region 1 4 for receiving the con- 
sumable food product to be cooked and a f orwardly fac- 45 
ing user interface region 16 formed within the micro- 
wave door and comprising a touch screen for both the 
input, and the display, of appropriate information. 
[0022] The data handling portion 1 2 comprises a cen- 
tral processing unit 18 connected to a video board 20 so 
and a sound board 22 and also connected to a SCSI 
interface 24 and, if required, an aerial 26, or other ap- 
propriate signal input, for receiving a television broad- 
cast signal. The aforementioned elements of the data 
handling portion 12 are advantageously arranged not 55 
only to provide the required control and operation of 
standard microwave functions but also the control and 
handling of data arising in relation to the commercial ac- 



tivity, for example retail activity, that generally arises by 
necessity through use of the oven 10. 
[0023] The oven 10 is arranged to receive operating 
power by means of a mains supply unit 28 which, in ac- 
5 cordance with a particularly advantageous aspect of the 
present invention, also provides for a communication 
channel for access to the Internet so as to achieve the 
desired electronic banking and/or electronic shopping 
service. It will of course be appreciated that the Internet 
10 access for the data handling portion 12ofthe microwave 
oven 10 can alternatively be achieved by means of a 
dedicated modem and telephone line. However, since 
the domestic appliances commonly to be used in asso- 
ciation with the present invention will in any case be con- 
's nected to a mains supply, it is considered that by far the 
most advantageous means of achieving connection to 
the Internet is therefore via the mains supply of the ap- 
pliance such as the oven 10. 

[0024] The front of the oven 10 is also provided with 

'0 data input means 30 for entering data identifying the 
consumable item being handled, e.g. presented to the 
oven 10 for cooking, and, in one particularly advanta- 
geous embodiment, such input means comprises a bar- 
code reader for reading the product-identification bar 

s code commonly appearing on food-product packaging. 
It should be appreciated that other forms of data input 
means could readily be incorporated into the appliance 
embodying the present invention such as an appropriate 
smart tag associated with the food product. As a further 

' advantage, the data input arrangement 30 of the appli- 
ance illustrated in Fig. 1 could also be provided with a 
microphone forming part of a speech-input arrangement 
which, in combination with voice-recognition software 
loaded into the data handling portion 12 of the oven 1 0, 

; could advantageously be used for the input, and related 
generation, of e-mail messages to be transferred to the 
Internet through the same connection as the item-iden- 
tification data. The item identification data and com- 
mand execution can therefore readily be enhanced by 

' additional message data created by the user of the ap- 
paratus. 

[0025] Fig. 1b shows in greaterdetailthe general con- 
struction of the user interface of the oven 10 which, as 
is common for such domestic appliances, comprises the 
door of the oven. According to the particular embodi- 
ment of the present invention incorporated into a micro- 
wave oven, the door effectively not only provides for 
sealable access into the oven 1 4 but also comprises the 
complete user interface 1 6 for operation of the appliance 
both as an oven 10 and for controlling any required data 
transfer via the Internet connection. In the illustrated em- 
bodiment, the door includes a liquid crystal display touch 
screen 32 which is mounted within the plastic mount 34 
and which is protected from the radiation generated 
within the microwave oven 14 by means of a standard 
electro-magnetic radiation protective screen 36 which 
extends in a plane parallel to the touch screen 32. 
[0026] The information displayed on the touch screen 



EP 0 965 795 A2 



32 is controlled by means of the elements within the data 
handling portion 12 and can advantageously provide a 
user interface not only for the general cooking functions 
of the oven 1 0 but also for the control and management 
of the Internet access achieved by means of the oven 
10 embodying the present invention. Any text input that 
might be required in relation to the use of the oven 10 
in accordance with the present invention can likewise 
be readily input by means of the touch screen display 32. 
[0027] It will therefore be appreciated that the touch 
screen 32 provides a common interface by which the 
user of the apparatus can select, access and interact 
with a television broadcast, the Internet and the general 
cooking function ofthe oven 1 0. Advantageously, the in- 
terface is arranged as a graphical user interface and 
provided with an icon-based tool bar so as to allow for 
ease of access and choice of the appropriate function- 
ality afforded by Internet tools such as standard web 
browsers and so as to achieve quick and ready access 
to commercial functions commonly arising in associa- 
tion with electronic banking or electronic shopping ac- 
tivities. 

[0028] As a further additional aspect of the present 
invention, the Internet connection achieved through the 
oven 10 can advantageously enhance the interactive 
aspects ol the oven in that information having particular 
relevance to the mode operation of the appliance can 
readily be down-loaded from any appropriate site on the 
Internet and used as required by the consumer. For ex- 
ample, recipes relevant to the particular food product 
identified by use of a bar code scanner, or other appro- 
priate input means, of the invention can readily be down- 
loaded and displayed on the screen mounted in the door 
of the oven 10. Further, general advice relating to the 
cooking of such products or dietary information such as 
the calorific and fat content of such food stuffs can like- 
wise be down-loaded for ready display upon the screen 
mounted on the door of the oven for ready access by 
the consumer. 

[0029] A typical scenario in which the advantages of 
the present invention are best illustrated follows. 
[0030] A food product to be cooked in the oven 10 is 
chosen by the consumer from its domestic store and, 
generally before cooking the product, the choice of that 
product is recorded by the aforementioned input means 
such as the bar code reader 30. The bar code reader 
serves to identify the particular product being handled, 
i.e. cooked by the oven 10 and this information is then 
employed in generating an appropriate re-ordering of 
that product. In accordance with any particular function 
or requirement, the information identifying a variety of 
food products cooked during the course of a predeter- 
mined period, for example one week or one day, can 
readily be stored within the data handling region 12 of 
the oven 1 0 and then transmitted via the Internet access 
achieved by means of the power supply 28 to the re- 
motely located management system which serves to 
complete the ordering, and collection, of the replace- 



ment food product items from a remote storage location, 
and then arrange for delivery of the replacement items 
to the consumer. As an additional aspect, payment for 
the replacement items can likewise be achieved by 

s means of the Internet connection. As an alternative how- 
ever it should be appreciated that data identifying each 
particular consumable item selected for cooking within 
the oven 10 can be transferred by the communication 
channel provided by the power supply 28 as and when 

10 each product is identified and the information then col- 
lected and collated at the remote item-replacement 
management system. 

[0031] As an alternative to a communication channel 
provided by a power supply, a modem and telephone, 
is or any other means of data communication, can be pro- 
vided. 

[0032] In any case, as and when a selection of con- 
sumable items are consumed through use of the domes- 
tic appliance, a record that the stock of such items has 
20 been depleted is made readily available via the Internet 
connection of the appliance to an appropriate stock/ 
warehouse location so that replacement of the item can 
readily be initiated. Of course, should a consumer not 
require replacement of a particular item then the selec- 
ts tion by the consumer of the item need not be recorded 
by the bar code reader. 

[0033] Turning now to Fig. 2, there is shown a block 
diagram of a complete arrangement in which an appli- 
ance embodying the present invention is employed. The 

30 microwave oven 10 of Fig. 1 is illustrated which, in this 
embodiment, acts as a server to a local area network 
(LAN) 40 provided in the home and including nodes 
comprising other domestic appliances commonly found 
in the home. Connection to the Internet is by means of 

35 the power supply 28 and this allows for access to remote 
locations, such as banking or retail locations 38 which, 
in accordance with a particularly advantageous aspect 
of the present invention, can include a network-connect- 
ed database or data warehouse arranged not only for 

40 the provision of relevant information to the consumer but 
also to allow for an appropriate inventory/ordering sys- 
tem such as that provided by means of on-line analytical 
processing (OLAP) or on-line transaction processing 
(OLTP) systems for effecting the re-ordering of the items 

45 consumed in accordance with the standard use of the 
appliance. 

[0034] It will of course be appreciated that the inven- 
tion is not restricted to the details of the foregoing em- 
bodiment. For example, the relevant appliance need not 

so necessarily be a microwave oven but could, for exam- 
ple be some other domestic appliance such as a fridge 
and/or freezer in which consumable items are at least 
temporarily housed and through use of which a consum- 
er can readily record the identification of a product re- 

55 quiring replenishment: such information then being 
readily transferred to the appropriate replenishment- 
management system. 

[0035] The present invention offers particular advan- 
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tages in that the domestic appliance concerned is gen- 
erally incorporated into a specific domestic environment 
and the invention advantageously extends the function- 
ality of such known appliances. Also, the invention is 
much more user friendly than current apparatus allow- 5 
ing for Internet access and it can readily provide a user 
interface that allows for ease of reading and therefore 
interaction within the environment within which the ap- 
pliance is commonly used. 



(16), associated with said appliance, for 

i) displaying operational status of said appli- 
ance; 

ii) displaying messages received on said com- 
munication channel; 

iii) displaying input received from a user which 
is directed to said appliance; and 

iv) displaying input received from a user which 
is directed to said communication channel. 



Claims 

1. An apparatus including a kitchen appliance (10), 
which is powered by a power supply (20), charac- J5 
terized by a data terminal (12,16), which receives 
power from said power supply. 

2. An apparatus according to claim 1 , characterized in 
that the said terminal (12, 16) is effective to receive 20 
recipes which explain how to process food items us- 
ing said appliance (10). 



10. An apparatus according to claim 9, characterized in 
that said appliance (10) includes a door, said inter- 
face means (16) being supported by the door. 

11. An apparatus according to either claim 9 or claim 
10, characterized in that said interface means (16) 
includes a visual display (32), which displays icons 
for selection by a user. 



3. An apparatus according to either claim 1 or claim 2, 

characterized by one or more software tools which 25 
enable said terminal (12,16) to transmit messages 
for executing electronic banking transactions. 



4. An apparatus according to any one of the preceding 
claims, characterized in that said terminal (12,16) 30 
is effective to receive electronic mail messages. 



5. An apparatus according to any one of the preceding 
claims, characterized in that said terminal (12,16) 
is effective to send messages to, and receive mes- 35 
sages from, a communications network of the Inter- 
net type. 



6. An apparatus according to any one of the preceding 
claims, characterized by a communication channel 40 
(28) for receiving data, and a display (32) for dis- 
playing text which indicates operational status of 
said appliance (10) and text received from said 
communication channel (28). 

45 

7. An apparatus according to claim 6, characterized in 
that said display is formed by touch-screen means 
(32) for receiving input from a user, said input being 
selectively directed to said appliance (1 0) or to said 
communication channel (28). so 

8. An apparatus according to any one of the preceding 
claims, characterized in that said application (10) is 
an oven. 

55 

9. An apparatus, including a kitchen appliance (10) 
characterized by a communication channel (28), 
linked to said appliance (10), and interface means 
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(54) Data management apparatus including a kitchen appliance 



(57) An apparatus including a kitchen appliance, 
such as a microwave oven (10), incorporates a data ter- 
minal (12,16) which receives powerfrom the same pow- 



er supply (28) as provides power for the kitchen appli- 
ance. The data terminal (12,16) is effective to send mes- 
sages to, and receive messages from, a communica- 
tions network of the Internet type. 
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